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Abstract: This article examines the American reception of the French psychoana-
lyst Jacques Lacan (1901-1981), a vociferous critic of the “American way of life”
whose late-in-life appearances across the Atlantic were met with both admira-
tion and confusion. Starting in the late 1960s, U.S.-based academics and analysts
began to appropriate and criticize Lacan’s work in order to advance intellectual
projects imbued in various ways with the era’s political and cultural radicalism.
Lacan’s ambiguous teachings on subjects like patriarchal authority, feminine
sexuality, and the relationship between the individual and society inspired, I
argue, a fundamentally ambivalent form of engagement in American intellectu-
als interested in Marxism, feminism, or the reform of psychoanalytic institutions
and practices seen as outmoded or conservative.
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Though he only traveled to the United States after achieving a belated fame in
his native France, Jacques Lacan seems to have inspired more confusion than ad-
miration during his 1966 and 1975 sojourns across the Atlantic. The earlier visit
was occasioned by the famous Johns Hopkins University conference that intro-
duced French structuralism to U.S. academics, “The Languages of Criticism
and the Sciences of Man.” Speaking in a barely comprehensible mixture of
French and English, Lacan delivered a cryptic lecture (“Of Structure as an Inmix-
ing of an Otherness Prerequisite to Any Subject Whatever”) that another confer-
ence participant — Georges Poulet, a professor of French literature at Hopkins
who presented a paper on “Criticism and the Experience of Interiority” — de-
scribed as a “huge bad joke.”* The philosopher W. V. Quine met Lacan in 1975,
when the latter visited and spoke at a number of American universities.> During
lunch at the Harvard Club following Lacan’s talk at MIT, Quine recalled, the
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French psychoanalyst asked “bewildering, disconnected questions”; the talk it-
self touched on a variety of unusual topics including “the really amazing magni-
tude of elephant droppings.” In New York, Lacan demanded a private tour of the
Metropolitan Opera, which his guide Pamela Tytell — then a graduate student in
French literature at Columbia University — attempted to secure by presenting
Lacan to the Met’s director as Jean-Paul Sartre.*

If this brief account casts Lacan’s American travels as a catalogue of follies,
we can equally look to these events for evidence of a nascent American Lacan
cult. During the discussion that followed Lacan’s Hopkins lecture, a graduate
student named Anthony Wilden urged bemused auditors to take Lacan’s works
seriously and, in order to better appreciate them, to “read Freud.”> Wilden’s doc-
toral dissertation was a critical edition of the Rome Discourse, a 1953 lecture in
which Lacan condemned institutional psychoanalysis as intellectually sclerotic
and set forth the basic principles of his own ostensibly revivifying “return to
Freud.”® Wilden’s suggestion that his colleagues read Lacan in order to read
Freud through a Lacanian lens betrayed the perhaps inevitable sympathy with
the French analyst that resulted from this work. Along similar lines, Lacan’s
New York handler Tytell, at work on a dissertation titled “The French Psychoana-
lytic Culture,”” would describe her experience encountering Lacan’s texts and
undergoing a Lacanian analysis as a liberating acculturation. Lacan’s teaching,
she wrote in a short piece for the French monthly Magazine Littéraire, provided a
way to move beyond the “behaviorist or positivist” American perspective on the
mind and toward a more sophisticated grasp of language’s complex, foundation-
al role in a variety of human endeavors, from individual thought to social “com-
munication and exchange.”®

Though written for a French audience, Tytell’s remarks hint at an aspect of
Lacan’s thought that would be crucial to his American reception: a professed

3 W. V. Quine, The Time of My Life: An Autobiography (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1985), 416 —
417.

4 Elisabeth Roudinesco, Jacques Lacan, trans. Barbara Bray (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1997), 374-376.

5 Wilden’s emphasis. “Discussion,” in Lacan, “Of Structure as an Inmixing,” 196.

6 Jacques Lacan and Anthony Wilden, The Language of the Self: The Function of Language in
Psychoanalysis (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins Press, 1968).

7 Pamela Tytell, “The French Psychoanalytic Culture: French Psychoanalysts and Their Rela-
tionship to the Literary Text” (Ph.D. diss., Columbia University, 1979).

8 Pamela Tytell, “Lacan et I’anglais tel qu’on le parle,” Le Magazine Littéraire (February 1977):
16.
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contempt for the “American way of life”® closely connected to his struggles with
the International Psychoanalytical Association (IPA). Founded by Freud in 1910,
the IPA was led throughout much of the 1950s by Heinz Hartmann, an Austrian
émigré who became an influential member of the New York Psychoanalytic So-
ciety and was one of the leading theorists of ego psychology, a dominant branch
of postwar orthodox Freudianism.'® Ego psychology and the IPA’s remit to stand-
ardize psychoanalytic training and methods were anathema to Lacan, an invet-
erate experimentalist skeptical of the notion that analysands should strive to de-
velop strong, autonomous egos and learn to adapt to what Freud had called the
reality principle (in his famous paper on the “mirror stage,” Lacan described the
formation of the ego as an alienating process of misrecognition, whereby a fan-
tasy of corporeal wholeness came to stand in for the infant’s basically disorgan-
ized, fragmented conception of its bodily experience''). One of the technical in-
novations he advocated in the Rome Discourse — the analyst should, he argued,
be free to “punctuate” sessions by ending them well short of the customary 50-
minute mark* - sparked a controversy that led to his eventual expulsion from
the IPA.

Trained as a psychiatrist in the 1920s and 1930s, a period in which he was
close to the Parisian artistic and literary avant-gardes, in the 1950s Lacan
began to hold a public seminar that would draw ever larger crowds; he founded

9 In the thematic index to Lacan’s Ecrits compiled by Jacques-Alain Miller, “The ideology of free-
dom: theory of the autonomous ego, humanism, human rights, responsibility, anthropomor-
phism, ideals, instinctual maturation, etc.” is paired with “The ideology of free enterprise: the
American way of life, human relations, human engineering, brain trust, success, happiness,
happy ending, basic personality, pattern, etc.” under the heading “theory of ideology.” Jacques
Lacan, Ecrits: The First Complete Edition in English, trans. Bruce Fink (New York: WW. Norton &
Co., 2006 [1966]), 857. Emphasis in the original.

10 On Hartmann and ego psychology, see George Makari, Revolution in Mind: The Creation of
Psychoanalysis (New York: Harper, 2008), 454, 483. In the text of his first public seminar
Lacan can be seen scrutinizing the attempts of Hartmann and his colleagues (“[t]he triumvirate
who work in New York”: Hartmann, Ernst Kris, and Lacan’s own analyst Rudolph Lowenstein) to
formulate a theory of the Freudian ego, which Lacan would adopt as his topic for the seminar’s
second year. Jacques Lacan, Seminar I: Freud’s Papers on Technique, 1953 —1954, trans. John For-
rester (New York: WW. Norton, 1988), 24— 25; Jacques Lacan, Seminar II: The Ego in Freud’s Theo-
ry and in the Technique of Psychoanalysis, 1954 —1955, trans. Sylvana Tomaselli (New York: WW.
Norton, 1988).

11 Jacques Lacan, “The Mirror Stage as Formative of the I Function as Revealed in Psychoana-
lytic Experience,” in Lacan, Ecrits, 75— 81.

12 Jacques Lacan, “The Function and Field of Speech and Language in Psychoanalysis,” in
Lacan, Ecrits, 209.
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his own school, the Ecole freudienne de Paris (EFP), in 1964.% His rise to intel-
lectual prominence coincided with the brief vogue of structuralism. Drawing in-
spiration from the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure, the structuralists—most
notably the anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss—approached society, history,
and humanity in general as expressions of the resonances and oppositions en-
coded in closed symbolic systems.' For Lacan this meant claiming that the Freu-
dian unconscious was “structured like a language” and treating the Oedipus
complex as a linguistic drama marked by the child’s confrontation with “the
name of the father” and symbolic castration.” It also meant treating the patient’s
speech as a chain of signifiers, each of which pointed not to a referent but to an-
other signifier. Meaning emerged in the cracks and fissures of what was actually
said, and was indicative not so much of straightforward motivation or intention-
ality as an elusive, perpetually dissatisfied desire.'

The case of Lacan, whose rise to fame also intersected with the politically
and culturally tumultuous 1960s, further complicates an already thorny historio-
graphical issue: the relationship between psychoanalysis and politics. In differ-
ent ways, two influential works first published in 1979—Christopher Lasch’s The
Culture of Narcissism and Carl Schorske’s Fin-de-siécle Vienna—drew connec-
tions between the psychologization of American culture and the diminution of
radical political energies. For Lasch, conspicuous consumption and New Age
spirituality had come to occupy the cultural ground formerly held by leftist rad-
icals.” In making this argument he drew heavily on psychoanalytic theory, which
as he wrote was being revised by analysts such as Heinz Kohut and Otto Kern-

13 For Lacan’s biography see Roudinesco, Jacques Lacan. On his role in the history of the
French psychoanalytic movement see Elisabeth Roudinesco, Jacques Lacan & Co: A History of
Psychoanalysis in France, 1925—1985, trans. Jeffrey Mehlman (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1990).

14 On the transnational, but particularly American, history of structuralism (and more general-
ly, “antihumanism”), see Mark Greif, The Age of the Crisis of Man: Thought and Fiction in Amer-
ica, 1933-1973 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2015), chapter 10.

15 For a historical account of the theme of castration in the work of Lacan and Georges Bataille,
see Carolyn J. Dean, The Self and Its Pleasures: Bataille, Lacan, and the History of the Decentered
Subject (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1992).

16 Useful introductions to Lacan’s thought include Mikkel Borch-Jacobsen, Lacan: The Absolute
Master (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1991); Malcolm Bowie, Lacan (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1991); Bruce Fink, The Lacanian Subject: Between Language and Jouis-
sance (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1995); David Macey, Lacan in Contexts (London
& New York: Verso, 1988); John P. Muller and William Richardson, Lacan and Language: A Read-
er’s Guide to the Ecrits (New York: International Universities Press, 1982).

17 Christopher Lasch, The Culture of Narcissism: American Life in an Age of Diminishing Expect-
ations (New York: Norton, 1979).
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berg to account for what seemed to be a newly dominant clinical profile: the nar-
cissistic personality.® For his part, Schorske argued that the introspective turn
that enabled Freud’s psychoanalytic breakthrough was also a turn away from
politics in the face of an increasingly nationalist and antisemitic political cul-
ture. Introducing his book, Schorske wrote that his interest in Freud and his mi-
lieu stemmed in part from an observation of American intellectuals’ political
pessimism in the wake of World War II, accompanied in his view by a “turn
from Marx to Freud.”*® Both authors connected psychological thinking to dimin-
ished political horizons, even as (in Lasch’s case) psychoanalytic categories
helped clarify this depoliticizing turn.

More recent scholarship has tended to understand psychoanalysis not as
“counterpolitical” (Schorske’s term) but rather, politically polyvalent. Dagmar
Herzog has, for example, demonstrated affinities between sixties counterculture
and European and American analysts and intellectuals who, like Lacan, chal-
lenged aspects of the field’s midcentury orthodoxy.?® Lacan’s own relationship
to the era’s political radicalism was ambiguous; among Herzog’s protagonists
are Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, whose Anti-Oedipus (1972) was both in-
formed by and critical of his theories. In his history of “French theory” in Amer-
ica, Francois Cusset similarly highlights this intellectual phenomenon’s “coun-
tercultural temptations” while also describing it as a “(purely discursive)
subversion of the university institution.”?* The histories of psychoanalysis and
“French theory” converge in Lacan’s American reception, which reflects these
histories’ tensions and contradictions. At once linked to and at odds with the po-
litical and cultural forces that profoundly reshaped American life in and after the
1960s,? Lacan’s thought was both well suited to the shifting landscape of Amer-
ican intellectual culture at this moment and destined, perhaps, to remain mar-
ginal.

18 On the relationship between the psychoanalytic concept of narcissism and the work of Lasch
and other postwar American social critics, see Elizabeth Lunbeck, The Americanization of Nar-
cissism (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2014).

19 Carl Schorske, Fin-de-Siécle Vienna: Politics and Culture (New York: Vintage, 1980), xxiv.
20 Dagmar Herzog, Cold War Freud: Psychoanalysis in an Age of Catastrophes (Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge University Press, 2017).

21 Francois Cusset, French Theory: How Foucault, Derrida, Deleuze, & Co. Transformed the Intel-
lectual Life of the United States, trans. Jeff Fort (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
2008), 54.

22 Intellectual histories of post-sixties America include James Livingston, The World Turned In-
side Out: American Thought and Culture at the End of the 20th Century (Lanham, MD: Rowman &
Littlefield Publishers, 2010); Daniel Rodgers, Age of Fracture (Cambridge, MA; London: Belknap
Press of Harvard University Press, 2012).
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In this article I offer a provisional historical sketch of Lacan’s American® re-
ception by examining the writings and intellectual contexts of several of the
U.S.-based academics and analysts who began to study and respond to his
work in the late 1960s. The countercultural élan that accompanied the importa-
tion of “French theory” into the U.S. favored, I argue, both the appropriation and
critique of Lacan’s theories by figures like Wilden (one of the first translators of
Lacan into English)**; the feminist literary critics Naomi Schor and Jane Gallop;
and the literary critic and analyst Stuart Schneiderman. These authors were par-
ticularly close to the Lacanian project, both through their familiarity with La-
can’s notoriously byzantine corpus and, in the cases of Schor and Schneider-
man, through working at the EFP. Considering them together helps us
understand the internal dynamics of Lacan’s American reception and its rela-
tionship to broader phenomena like New Left radicalism, feminism, and the pol-
itics of psychoanalytic institutions. If Lacan and his followers would tend to re-
gard America with a mixture of fascination and disdain,” the American
intellectuals discussed here approached Lacan’s ideas with a kind of ambivalent
enthusiasm. Like Lacan’s mirror-gazing infant, both of these groups formed
skewed, distorted views of the other that were nevertheless crucial to their
own efforts at self-definition.

23 My use of “American” here perhaps calls for qualification. On the one hand, not all of the
figures I discuss are American: Wilden was British (though he did his graduate work at Johns
Hopkins and spent his career teaching in the U.S. and Canada), as were many of Lacan’s anglo-
phone feminist interlocutors, whose work I discuss in the article’s second section. On the other
hand, I have entirely neglected Lacan’s significant Latin American reception, which is beyond
the article’s scope. For an account of the best-known case, Argentina, see Mariano Ben Plotkin,
Freud in the Pampas: The Emergence and Development of a Psychoanalytic Culture in Argentina
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2001).

24 The first of Lacan’s papers to be translated into English was “The Instance of the Letter in the
Unconscious,” which appeared in a 1966 special issue of Yale French Studies devoted to struc-
turalism. On the history of English translations of Lacan, see Dany Nobus, “The Irredeemable
Debt: On the English Translation of Lacan’s First Two Public Seminars,” Psychoanalysis and His-
tory 19, no. 2 (2017): 173 -214.

25 A recent critical account of Lacanian attitudes toward America (particularly American anal-
ysis) is Darian Leader, “Lacan and the Americans,” European Journal of Psychoanalysis, accessed
April 5, 2022, http://www.journal-psychoanalysis.eu/lacan-and-the-americans/.
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The Self’s Language and the System’s Name

A closer look at the work of Anthony Wilden provides an initial glimpse of this
ambivalence. Starting with the commentary that accompanied his translation of
the Rome Discourse, Wilden brought a great deal of critical scrutiny to Lacan’s
work in his attempts to explicate and contextualize it. He dismissed claims
that he was Lacan’s disciple — or along similar lines, that Lacan’s ideas could
necessarily be incorporated into an emancipatory political agenda. In this way
Wilden resembled other politicized readers of Lacan who admired his defiant
stance toward institutional authority and suspicion of received wisdom but ques-
tioned those of his premises and methods that seemed to smack of patriarchal
chauvinism or obscurantist snobbery.

Crucial to this stance was what Wilden saw as the ambiguity of the concept
of structure in French structuralism, the peak of whose intellectual fashion co-
incided with the beginning of Lacan’s American reception. Jacques Derrida
brought out this ambiguity in his contribution to the 1966 Hopkins conference,
a critique of Lévi-Strauss’s structural anthropology.?® In Wilden’s summary, Der-
rida found that Lévi-Straussian bricolage — the gathering and arrangement of dis-
parate ideas and methods, which the anthropologist likened to non-Western
“savage” thinking — resulted in “a sort of decentered and self-criticizing dis-
course on myths which is itself a myth.” If structuralism challenged dominant
epistemic convictions - for example, in the neutrality or purity of scientific ob-
servation and judgment or the ability of any particular discipline or method to
monopolize truth — it did not do so in order to propose alternatives to the epis-
temic “centers” it displaced, but merely to posit its own set of ad hoc methodo-
logical models.”

Wilden made a similar point about Lacan. As an intellectual bricoleur — em-
ploying, in his Hopkins lecture, “the model of the Moebius strip to speak of the
subject’s relationship to himself” and “using [Gottlob Frege’s] theory of integers
to discuss the theoretical ramifications of how the child discovers the Other” —
Lacan indeed exemplified a certain freedom to play with a diverse set of con-
cepts, using them to construct his own improvised theoretical edifice. But to
claim that the unconscious was “structured like a language” (and thus con-
strained by the imperatives of an ineffable Other) and trace the vicissitudes of

26 Jacques Derrida, “Structure, Sign, and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences,” in
Macksey and Donato, The Languages of Criticism, 247—265.

27 Anthony Wilden, “Lacan and the Discourse of the Other,” in Wilden and Lacan, The Lan-
guage of the Self, 259.
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desire resulting from its interrogation was merely to wield theoretical instru-
ments in apparent indifference to the truths they might reveal.”® Perhaps for
this reason, it was far from clear whether the structuralists shared the American
New Left’s famous goal, Wilden’s sympathy with which would become clearer in
his subsequent work: identifying, criticizing, and defeating an insidious “sys-
tem” that combined economic exploitation, racism, and imperialism.?
Wilden’s impatience with the failure of Lacan, Lévi-Strauss, and other 1960s
intellectual luminaries to live up to that era’s political ambitions was more im-
mediately evident in his book System and Structure (1972). Here Wilden retained
the wide conceptual scope of his study of Lacan, apparently driven by the ambi-
tion he announced in the earlier work’s conclusion: to put Lacan into conversa-
tion with analytic philosophy and “communicationally oriented” psychiatry.>° In
Wilden’s view, the problem of communication reached far beyond that of psy-
choanalytic intersubjectivity since communication was always grounded in a so-
cial context and societies were complex, dynamic, open systems. Lacan’s insight
that human experience crossed several distinct existential registers — what he
called the imaginary, the symbolic, and the real — was useful in this regard be-
cause it hinted at the importance of context and the potential for slippage be-
tween the three registers. The same could not be said of the Lacanian effort to
elaborate a “logic of the signifier,” which for Wilden betrayed a rationalist
bias. Like Freud and Lévi-Strauss, Wilden claimed, Lacan tended to flatten multi-
dimensional “analog” differences “of magnitude, frequency, organization, pat-
tern, and the like” into more straightforward “digital” “distinctions and opposi-
tions,” thereby relying on faulty, uninterrogated assumptions in his theories of
psychic life.3! “In other words,” Wilden wrote, “only in an individualistic and
phallocentric culture of primarily digital communication and accumulation

28 Wilden, “Lacan,” 260.

29 For Students for a Democratic Society president Paul Potter’s famous injunction to “name
the system,” see Paul Potter, “Speech to the April 17, 1965 March on Washington,” in The Sixties
Papers: Documents of a Rebellious Decade, ed. Judith Clavir Albert and Stewart Edward Albert
(New York: Praeger, 1984), 223. Drawing on the work of the historian Jeremy Varon, Greif invokes
Potter’s speech as evidence that in the sixties, “[t]heorizations of structure acquired new urgen-
cy,” in Greif, The Age of the Crisis, 281.

30 Lacan and Wilden, The Language of the Self, 309. The school of psychiatry Wilden had in
mind is well represented in Paul Watzlawick, Janet Beavin Bavelas, and Don D. Jackson, Prag-
matics of Human Communication: A Study of Interactional Patterns, Pathologies, and Paradoxes
(New York: Norton, 1967).

31 Anthony Wilden, System and Structure: Essays in Communication and Exchange, 2nd ed. (Lon-
don & New York: Tavistock Publications, 1980), 169.
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does the Lacanian analysis fully apply. In this context, his analysis is indispen-
sable — provided one knows how to go beyond it.”*

Adopting a polemical tone in his introduction to the second edition of Sys-
tem and Structure, Wilden clarified that to transcend the psychoanalytic account
of discontented subjectivity in modern civilization meant incorporating an anal-
ysis of the intimate bond between capitalism and scientific discourse into a
counter-discursive “guerrilla rhetoric.”*® More precisely, he claimed that by em-
bracing what he saw as the myth of pure, objective knowledge, university-based
natural and social scientists misrecognized or deliberately obscured their own
work’s reliance on a set of socioeconomic relations that, if allowed to persist in-
definitely, threatened humanity’s survival. Thus their work constituted a kind of
symbolic violence, to which Wilden counterposed his own intervention. Of all
the philosophers, anthropologists, psychologists, linguists, semioticians, and cy-
berneticians he discussed in the book, the only one who had developed a “crit-
ical and transdisciplinary” and therefore “truly scientific” theoretical model was,
Wilden claimed, Karl Marx.3*

In his avowed Marxism and enthusiasm for the Lacanian categories of imag-
inary and symbolic experience, Wilden demands comparison with the literary
critic Fredric Jameson. In his 1977 essay on Lacan Jameson was, like Wilden,
keen to examine the inherent ambiguity and difficulty of theorizing the relation-
ship between individual subjectivity and broader social or historical processes.
Although Marxism tended, Jameson argued, to understand subjectivity as inher-
ently social, while from the perspective of psychoanalysis it was “often merely
implicitly so,” both frameworks grappled with the problem of the “insertion of
the subject” into the social fabric.*® Jameson saw Lacan’s distinction between
imaginary and symbolic — and the critical strategy of elaborating a potential
transit from the first to the second — as a powerful analytical tool with significant
political implications.*® A properly Lacanian critical approach — one faithful to
the logic and spirit, if not necessarily the letter, of Lacan’s texts — would, James-
on suggested, illustrate the relationship between the imaginary and symbolic di-

32 Wilden, System and Structure, 22.

33 Wilden, System and Structure, lviii.

34 Wilden, System and Structure, xvii.

35 Fredric Jameson, “Imaginary and Symbolic in Lacan: Marxism, Psychoanalytic Criticism,
and the Problem of the Subject,” Yale French Studies, no. 55/56 (1977): 338.

36 Somewhat contrastingly, Wilden described Lacan’s implicit “injunction to transcend the in-
dividualistic identities and oppositions of the Imaginary by an entry into the collective differen-
ces of the Symbolic” as “paradoxical” and fatally impeded by capitalism’s tendency to reduce
“Symbolic values” to “Imaginary profits.” Wilden, System and Structure, 30.
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mensions of literary or historical narratives “while preserving [the] radical dis-
continuity” between them.¥ By rhetorically sublating capitalism’s contradic-
tions, this criticism could gesture toward the Marxist desire to realize a post-cap-
italist utopia. Jameson would build on this idea in his subsequent work,
developing a robust method of critical interpretation based on the excavation
and redescription of unconsciously “textualized” political and historical materi-
al.’®

As this brief look at the work of Wilden and Jameson shows, Lacan’s early
U.S. reception occurred in the context of an intellectual left marked by the cul-
ture and values of 1960s radicalism.>® For these authors, Lacan’s work could use-
fully be put into conversation with the largely Marxist interpretive framework
that informed their understandings of modern culture and politics. As we will
now see, Lacan’s feminist readers would find him similarly useful.

Lacan and Feminist Criticism: Thinking with “the
Prick”

Like a dream image or a neurotic symptom, the literary critic Naomi Schor’s de-
cision to request funding to study at Lacan’s Ecole freudienne during the aca-
demic year 1976 — 77 was overdetermined. A junior professor of French at Colum-
bia, Schor hoped, she wrote in her application to the American Council of
Learned Societies (ACLS), to raise her professional stock by undergoing system-
atic training in psychoanalytic methodology. To do so at Columbia’s own psycho-
analytic institute would be problematic due to the institute’s “rigidly structured”
training program and the contingency of Schor’s status at Columbia*® (upon re-
ceiving the grant, she wrote to the chair of the French department, Michael Rif-
faterre and, citing “exceptionally hard times in the profession,” requested a one-
year extension of her appointment*'). Besides, her scholarly interest in “the spe-

37 Jameson, “Imaginary and Symbolic in Lacan,” 378.

38 Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 1981).

39 For a consideration of leftist appropriations of Lacan from the perspective of political theory,
see Yannis Stavrakakis, The Lacanian Left: Psychoanalysis, Theory, Politics (Edinburgh: Edin-
burgh University Press, 2007).

40 Application for ACLS Fellowship, November 12, 1975, Naomi Schor papers, Brown University
Library, Providence, RI, Ms.2006.02, box 19, folder 4.

41 Naomi Schor to Michael Riffaterre, March 1, 1976, Naomi Schor papers, Brown University Li-
brary, Providence, RI, Ms.2006.02, box 19, folder 4.
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cifically literary functions of femininity” at work in the psychological novels of
Gustave Flaubert and Emile Zola was sure to find abundant stimulus at a school
where the psyche’s linguistic structure was axiomatic and a lively interest in re-
thinking female sexuality and psychopathology prevailed.*’ In a report on the
experience written several years later, Schor added that “first-hand exposure
to psychotic patients and their narratives.. was a moving reminder of the
human misery that grounds Lacan’s most abstract theorizations.” Given the “ex-
treme medicalization” of psychoanalysis in the United States, this sort of clinical
experience would have, she claimed, been unavailable to her otherwise.*?

Schor’s ACLS Study Fellowship materials hint at a potent controversy at the
intersection of feminism, literary studies, and psychoanalysis. “My concern in all
the uses I make of French psychoanalysis,” she wrote in a retrospective assess-
ment of her year at the EFP, “is to demonstrate that in the French context psy-
choanalysis and feminism are not incompatible, rather inextricably bound up
with each other.”** In making this judgment, she intervened in two overlapping
debates among anglophone feminist scholars. The first, concerning the character
and value of “French feminism,” came to a head in the early 1980s as the writ-
ings on sexuality and femininity of psychoanalytically informed authors such as
Luce Irigaray, Héléne Cixous, and Julia Kristeva became increasingly influen-
tial.** The second, nearly as old as the psychoanalytic movement itself, consid-
ered whether Freud’s theories of sexual difference offered anything of value to
advocates of greater freedom and equality for women. Lacan’s own pronounce-
ments on the subject of feminine sexuality bridged these discussions even as his
relationship to feminism remained nearly as equivocal as Freud’s was.

How could women assert their difference from men without acceding to the
inferior status patriarchal society prescribed for them? What sort of difference
was this: biological, psychic, social, economic, or all of these — in which case,
which form of difference took priority? Was Freud a reactionary “phallocrat” be-
cause he misrecognized sexual difference as a biological fact linked inextricably
to women’s subordination, or were his theories subtly critical of male domi-

42 Application for ACLS Fellowship, November 12, 1975, Naomi Schor papers, Brown University
Library, Providence, RI, Ms.2006.02, box 19, folder 4.

43 Report on ACLS Fellowship, Naomi Schor papers, Brown University Library, Providence, RI,
Ms.2006.02, box 19, folder 4.

44 Report on ACLS Fellowship, Naomi Schor papers, Brown University Library, Providence, RI,
Ms.2006.02, box 19, folder 4.

45 See Hester Eisenstein and Alice Jardine, eds., The Future of Difference (New Brunswick, NJ:
Rutgers University Press, 1985); Elaine Marks and Isabelle de Courtivron, New French Feminisms:
An Anthology (Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press, 1980).



44 —— Dillon Savage

nance? Did Lacan remedy or merely obfuscate Freud’s error when he recast “cas-
tration” as a symbolic ordeal instead of an anatomically-based anxiety? These
were among the questions that animated feminist discussions of psychoanalysis
starting in the 1970s. Although a narrative counterposing French and Anglo-
American views on these issues would develop — in Teresa Brennan’s skeptical
summary, “French feminism is meant to be about the insistence that women are
different, and a challenge to phallogocentric thinking and patriarchal structures
of language,” while its English-speaking “counterpart is characterized by the in-
sistence that women are equal, and its concern with the real world” — this for-
mula fails to withstand close scrutiny.*® By embracing the “French” position,
Schor was not so much encouraging her colleagues to adopt a foreign creed
as signaling her eagerness to broaden the field of debate.

A similar attitude seems evident in the work of the British author Juliet
Mitchell, much of whose book Psychoanalysis and Feminism (1974) was dedicat-
ed to showing that American feminist critics of psychoanalysis misunderstood
Freud. To portray Freud - as, according to Mitchell, did authors like Kate Millett,
Betty Friedan, or Shulamith Firestone — as “one of the greatest misogynists of all
time” was, she argued, to take his writings on femininity out of context.*” Its em-
phasis on the historicity of human subjectivity meant, for Mitchell, that psycho-
analysis was not properly seen as bolstering patriarchal society so much as lay-
ing the groundwork for a critique of patriarchy. Freud’s account of psychic and
social development via the Oedipus complex meant he understood that “nor-
mal” sexual relations — including women’s de facto inferiority — were impossible
without any number of compromises and contradictions; thus his thought could
be an asset to feminists. The American anthropologist Gayle Rubin developed a
similar argument in her essay “The Traffic in Women,” which considered wheth-
er a synthesis of Freud’s thought with (another of Mitchell’s crucial sources)
Lévi-Strauss’s could be applied to a critical analysis of what she called the
“sex/gender system.” Though Rubin averred that both Lacan and Lévi-Strauss
stopped short of renouncing the injustices of modern heterosexual marriage,
she suggested that they could serve feminists as Adam Smith and David Ricardo
had served Marx: “as reminders of the intractability and magnitude of what we
fight” and as critical analysts of “the social machinery we must rearrange.”*®
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Both Mitchell and Rubin referred glancingly to Lacan — whose “return to
Freud” the former approved of in principle and whose reconfiguration of Freudi-
an “penis envy” into a struggle for the symbolic phallus the latter appropriated —
without subjecting his own theories of feminine sexuality to extensive analysis.
As a collection of his writings on this subject edited by Mitchell and translator
Jacqueline Rose reveals, Lacan continued to develop these theories amid ongo-
ing European and American conversations about the status of psychoanalysis in
feminism. “God and the Jouissance of the Woman,” excerpted from Lacan’s
1972-73 seminar, is a pithy — and typically enigmatic — example of the direction
his thinking had taken. Lacan had moved past structuralism (without, however,
abandoning his contention that the unconscious was linguistically structured)
and was now contemplating sexual difference in terms of mathematical logic.
If man was all that fell under a certain “phallic function,” he told his auditors,
then woman was this function’s negation: not-all.** And if the phallic signifier
defined man, woman was, he claimed, best represented by the definite article
“the,” crossed out in order to indicate that “There is no such thing as The
woman, where the definite article stands for the universal.”*® Further, woman’s
non-universality entailed a unique — and uniquely unknowable, quasi-mystical
- way of experiencing orgasmic pleasure or jouissance, which Lacan compared
to the ecstasy of Saint Teresa in “Bernini’s statue in Rome.”**

In a pair of introductory essays elucidating Lacan’s theories and situating
them within broader psychoanalytic debates, Mitchell and Rose expressed
their appreciation for his ability to capture the ambiguities of sexual difference
while noting the precarity of his own position. Mitchell argued that by retaining
Freud’s insistence on the decisive role of the castration complex — that is, the
subject’s attitude toward the symbolic phallus, a “necessarily missing object of
desire” - in the formation of sexual identity, Lacan escaped the biologistic
snare that trapped psychoanalytic critics in the 1920s and ’30s.°? The latter in-
cluded Karl Abraham, Helene Deutsch, and Karen Horney: analysts who sought
to endow women with “something of their own” where sexuality and subjectivity
were concerned. According to Mitchell, this led them to emphasize biological
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and anatomical factors foreign to Freud’s notion of psychosexuality.>® Insofar as
“French feminists” and their anglophone admirers reprised this debate, Rose
pointed out, they bore an affinity with Lacan, whose definition of femininity
as the place where linguistic meaning could falter paralleled the feminist de-
bate’s emphasis on “women’s relationship to language.”**

On the other hand, it is understandable that a correspondent to the editor of
the New York Review of Books would express bafflement at the prospect of an al-
liance between Lacan and any “individual women or women’s groups.” If La-
can’s teaching affirmed that sexuality, like so much of psychic life, could be
traced to a gap in linguistic structure, his failure to renounce what some contin-
ued to see as Freud’s sexual essentialism made him an easy target for the sort of
textual criticism feminists had begun to embrace. The pioneer of this style of
criticism was Jacques Derrida, whose essay on Lacan’s “Seminar on ‘The Pur-
loined Letter’” drew special attention to the easy slippage between the logic of
the phallus and anatomical determinism.*® In his reading of Poe’s story as an al-
legory of the repetition compulsion, Derrida argued, Lacan articulated “phallo-
gocentrism” — a masculinist strand of the “metaphysics of presence” Derrida
sought to expose and undermine — via a tortuous series of paradoxes and rever-
sals. Starting from the already suspicious position that “the phallus is not the
organ, penis or clitoris, that it symbolizes, but it mostly and primarily symbolizes
the penis,” Lacan proceeded, Derrida claimed, to conclude that “there is only
one libido, and therefore no difference, and even less an opposition within libido
between the masculine and the feminine, and moreover it is masculine by na-
ture.””” He was thus, in Derrida’s view, far from being the opponent of psycho-
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analytic orthodoxy he liked to portray himself as. Rather, his faith that Freud’s
texts never failed to reveal the “truth” of a single, indivisible, implicitly mascu-
line sex drive meant that Lacan was something more like a psychoanalytic chau-
vinist or zealot.

The American feminist critics who analyzed and appropriated Lacan’s texts
starting in the late 1970s were drawn to him equally as a source of inspiration
and a target for playfully subversive criticism. As a glance at the private corre-
spondence between two of these figures — Schor and her friend and fellow liter-
ary critic Jane Gallop — reveals, Lacan’s approach to psychic, sexual, and linguis-
tic problems resonated with them both intellectually and personally. His work
served as a bridge between specialized academic knowledge and intimate life,
realms Gallop, in particular, was keen to merge. Thus, for example, Gallop
wrote to Schor that she had “refound my profound love and admiration for
Lacan, the prick.” In the same letter she speculated that the gastric disturbance
from which she had begun to suffer since embarking on her latest writing project
was “a somatic comment on my writing style” and announced that “someday I
will be analyzed,” preferably in France.*®

Gallop’s letters to Schor express excitement and enthusiasm for a promising
intellectual and cultural moment but also occasionally exhibit disappointment
and frustration, particularly at the prospect of measuring up to more straitlaced,
polished, male colleagues. Gallop complained, for example, that a book she was
professionally obligated to read — she was evaluating the author’s tenure case —
was written in a “sclerotic,” “repetitive and defended,” excessively “academic”
style. She had, she confessed, lost patience for “non-feminist literary criti-
cism.”® In her writings on Lacan, she similarly emphasized the seductive, rebel-
lious allure of what she saw as his unrepentant stylishness, which led her to
characterize him as not phallocentric but “phallo-eccentric.”®® If he was a
“prick,” he was also a “ladies’ man” since, whereas “[p]hallocentrism and the
polemic are masculine, upright matters,” the “prick, in some crazy way, is fem-
inine.” Gallop continued: “The prick does not play by the rules; he (she) is a nar-
cissistic tease who persuades by means of attraction and resistance, not by or-
derly systematic discourse.”®® Her own attraction and resistance to Lacan’s
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rhetorical tactics — a desire, seemingly, at once to imitate and refute him — ex-
pressed themselves latently in Gallop’s distinctive critical style. Yet after the dis-
solution of the EFP in 1980 and Lacan’s death the following year, his eccentric
and paradoxical teachings would coalesce into something like a new orthodoxy
in the hands of an international group of exegetes and popularizers, including a
modest American contingent.

Entering the “Freudian Field”

If Lacan’s impact on feminism was one index of his growing significance to
American (and more broadly, anglophone) intellectual culture, another was
the gradual incursion of his ideas into the field to which he had devoted his la-
bors: psychoanalysis. In his prefatory remarks to Returning to Freud (1980), a col-
lection of clinical essays by French analysts that he edited and translated, Stuart
Schneiderman — an American literary critic who spent several years among the
Parisian Lacanians — argued that “any approach to Lacan that does not see his
theory in its relationship to analytic practice is doomed to an irreducible obscur-
ity and confusion.”®® As Lacan’s son-in-law and literary executor Jacques-Alain
Miller stressed in his commentary on the transcript of an interview between
Lacan and a psychotic patient that appeared in Schneiderman’s volume, the La-
canian tradition also treated “obscurity and confusion” as indispensable clinical
tools. In his case presentation, Miller wrote, Lacan equally eschewed the custom-
ary psychiatric attitude of detached objectivity and some analysts’ pretensions to
uncomplicated sympathy with their patients. According to Miller, Lacan showed
that there was “a madness in understanding, a madness in communication.” Yet
this understanding resided in the patient, whose own paranoid delusions de-
scribed his mental state more cogently than a psychiatrist or analyst possibly
could. Lacan’s genius, therefore, lay in his ability to demonstrate that in the clin-
ical setting he himself “understands nothing.”%

In compiling Returning to Freud, Schneiderman drew on the firsthand expe-
rience he acquired between 1973 and 1977, when he lived in Paris, went into anal-
ysis with Lacan, taught at the newly-established psychoanalysis department at
the University of Paris VIII-Vincennes, and became a member of the EFP, an ex-
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perience he recounted in Jacques Lacan: The Death of an Intellectual Hero (1983).
In this book — an idiosyncratic combination of memoir, obituary, and cultural
criticism — Schneiderman delivered a boldly bleak account of the Lacanian
worldview. As Janet Malcolm pointed out in her review, the book is preoccupied
with “the symbolization of death in psychoanalysis.”®* Among other things,
Schneiderman stressed the importance of the analyst’s capacity, described by
Lacan, to elicit the patient’s speech by assuming the position of a “dummy”
or dead man (le mort).%> For Schneiderman, this principle was operational in La-
can’s most controversial technical innovation, the short session, of which
Schneiderman wrote approvingly that it induced “something like the horror of
death.”%® Although Schneiderman’s morbid musings could be chalked up to po-
etic justice — after all, the book appeared shortly after Lacan’s death — he also
sent the clear message that psychoanalysis was not medicine that went down
easily.

Schneiderman presented a version of Lacanianism whose claim to authentic-
ity lay in its close proximity to the French original and, accordingly, its opposi-
tion to mainstream American psychoanalysis. He argued that the alliance, espe-
cially strong in America, between psychoanalysis and medicine was misbegotten
and should be abandoned. In his view, “the only [question] in which the idea of
cure can properly be related to psychoanalysis” was, “Can psychoanalysis be
cured of medicine, of the belief that it is part of the healing professions?”® In
the course of his speculations about the psychoanalytic profession’s potential fu-
ture, Schneiderman occasionally gestured toward the question of whether some-
thing like an American Lacanianism could be possible. He wrote that “at the ter-
mination of a psychoanalysis an analysand knows that his desire is elsewhere.
For me... that elsewhere was the United States.”*® Having completed his appren-
ticeship, a new desire materialized: propagating the master’s teachings in the
country that had thus far served as his greatest rivals’ base of operations.

The austerity and severity Schneiderman attributed to Lacanianism were
also important attributes of the resolutely medical postwar American psycho-
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analysis that Lacan made his name inveighing against. That tradition’s watch-
word had been maturity,® or the patient’s adaptation to reality through a work-
ing alliance with the analyst, who nevertheless assiduously avoided gratifying
the analysand’s emotional demands. Schneiderman’s account suggested, in con-
trast, that psychoanalysis chez Lacan dealt with a dimension of human existence
that exceeded the bounds of everyday experience and which the analyst could
only gesture toward by playing dead. The patient’s task was to grapple not
with the demands of reality but the grim fact of human finitude; following Mar-
tin Heidegger, Lacan suggested that the human subject was a being-towards-
death.

Schneiderman’s early project of synthesizing and disseminating Lacan’s
teachings to curious American audiences arguably came to full fruition in the
work of another French-trained American Lacanian analyst and author, Bruce
Fink.”® In his first book Fink described, in lucid, breezy prose, Lacan’s theories
of language, the unconscious, desire, discourse, epistemology, and above all
subjectivity. Unlike the Freudian subject, Fink admitted, the Lacanian one lacked
a demonstrable reality. Instead of adjusting to the reality principle, the Lacanian
subject’s task was to assume responsibility for something that was impossible to
observe directly: the unconscious. The “point” of analytic treatment, Fink wrote,
was “to bring the patient to symbolize his or her real,” which for Lacan was pre-
cisely the dimension of human experience that escaped symbolization.” If, how-
ever, analysis was an essentially paradoxical enterprise, this did not stop Fink
from weaving technical principles into his discussion of Lacanian theory -
and he went on to write a standalone guide to Lacanian clinical technique.”
Though he and Schneiderman were not alone in attempting to forge an American
clinical Lacanianism, they were perhaps unique in their simultaneous mainte-
nance of, on one hand, Lacan’s denigration of the authentic self qua autono-
mous ego and, on the other, a beleaguered pragmatism in some ways reminis-
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cent of the psychoanalytic attitude as it was often understood in the midcentury
U.s.?

In the years between the appearance of Schneiderman’s and Fink’s books, a
pair of journals — Lacan Study Notes, which Schneiderman co-founded, and the
Newsletter of the Freudian Field — began to focus exclusively on Lacan’s work and
to document and promote the goings-on of a nascent international Lacanian
movement.”* Although this so-called “Freudian field”” ostensibly lacked any
central direction, the appearance of Lacan-focused study groups or “cartels”
in the United States, South America, Latinate Europe, and the former Yugoslavia
owed much to the evangelical efforts of Miller, who continued to edit Lacan’s
texts and set the tone of the discourse that surrounded them.

The transcript of a lecture Miller delivered at a 1986 psychoanalytic work-
shop in Chicago reveals a number of his typical precepts. It was, Miller claimed,
a mistake to associate Lacan with other French (post-)structuralist thinkerss;
Lacan was an incomparably innovative theorist and clinician’”; contemporary
psychoanalysts who were not Lacanian basically misunderstood Freud; psycho-
analysis was un- or anti-American insofar as it entailed a dark vision of the po-
tential for human happiness, in contrast to “satisfaction guaranteed” consumer
culture.” Interventions such as this encouraged Miller’s American audience to
regard Lacan not only as a figure who, like Derrida or Foucault, offered valuable
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insights into contemporary culture, but as a unique — and uniquely significant —
intellectual voice for which Miller served as a privileged conduit.

In an article that appeared in the final issue of Lacan Study Notes, the jour-
nal’s editor, Helena Schulz-Keil, explored the ambiguities of the Lacanian move-
ment while offering a searing indictment of it. An analysand of Miller’s and stu-
dent of psychoanalysis at Vincennes before coming to New York, Schulz-Keil
combined speculations about Lacanianism’s potential to gain adherents in the
anglophone world with firsthand observations of the faltering progress American
Lacanians had made so far. In addition to offering the not-uncommon argument
that Lacan’s ideas and practice were incompatible with American culture, she
accused Miller of mobilizing the pernicious logic of corporate branding in his ef-
forts to expand and publicize the “Freudian field.”

Interestingly, the theoretical framework she employed to describe this logic
was Lacanian. Like Lacan’s “letter,” she wrote, a “business label... cannot be
split.”” Unlike texts, she went on, labels or brands could not be read or deci-
phered; they summoned and seduced consumers without engendering knowl-
edge or understanding. She invited her readers to imagine a structural similarity
and ideological complicity between the international circulation of Lacan’s
“brand” and that of financial capital. “The capacity of pure writ,” she wrote,
“for shifting masses of (unreal) capital around the world has supplanted locally
practiced modes of exchange based on the reciprocity of offer and demand. A
certain interpretation of Lacanian psychoanalysis hails these developments.”s°

Conclusion

Schulz-Keil’s claims about Lacan’s devolution into a brand - a signifier winding
its way through globalized circuits of (cultural) capital — bring to mind the fem-
inist critic Camille Paglia’s characterization of “French theory” as “name-brand
consumerism.”® The vehemence of her tone in this piece, ostensibly a review
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essay of two books about sexuality in ancient Greece, led the literary critic Jean-
Michel Rabaté to claim that “Paglia is quite true to the pattern sketched by La-
can’s theory of the hysteric, especially in connection with scientific discourse.”®
Summarizing this theory, Rabaté writes that “hysteria gives birth to a discourse
and maintains a quest for truth that always aims at pointing out the inadequa-
cies of official, serious, and ‘masterful’ knowledge.”®* Along these lines, we can
perhaps say that for American Marxist or feminist critics or psychoanalysts work-
ing between the end of the 1960s and the beginning of the 1990s, Lacanianism
could serve both as “official, serious” knowledge and as a subversive discourse
ironically undermining traditional knowledge claims.

Lacanianism’s durability as an approach to cultural, social, or political cri-
tique seems closely tied to its capacity to sow disillusionment. This may also be
true of other critical theories but is less obviously true of psychoanalysis as such,
whose many schisms the analyst Martin Bergmann has characterized as “pain-
ful” insofar as they seem to have imperiled the psychoanalytic mission of apply-
ing a rational scientific method to irrational emotional or social forces. For Berg-
mann, psychoanalytic disputes are not like natural-scientific ones, “which
further experiments eventually resolve, but more closely resembled religious
and philosophical disputes, which cannot be resolved by rational means.”®* La-
can’s dissidence® led him away from the official psychoanalytic community and
toward, on one hand, enthusiasts of “theory” and, on the other, psychoanalytic
sectarianism.

Unlike the deconstruction proffered by Lacan’s sometime rival Jacques Der-
rida and a number of influential American literary theorists, Lacanianism was
not destined to conquer the academy or spread “throughout American life.”%¢
Nor would it achieve the same level of cultural penetration as the orthodox Freu-
dianism Lacan criticized, which was already falling out of favor when Lacan de-
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livered his incomprehensible Johns Hopkins lecture.’” Yet as I have suggested
here, American intellectuals had good reasons to interest themselves in — and
critically interrogate — Lacan’s thought. His teachings on subjects like patriarchal
authority, feminine sexuality, and the relationship between the individual and
society were suggestive, if ambiguous. His intellectual authority, gained in part
through attacks on psychoanalytic orthodoxy, led to the consolidation of a
new orthodoxy with an increasingly global reach. Their simultaneous attraction
to and uneasiness with these features of Lacanianism appears in the writings of
Lacan’s American readers as a constitutive ambivalence.
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